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Today’s critical consensus is that Othello is about race.​[1]​ Advocates and editors regard discussions, presentation, and publications agreeing with this conclusion as reasonable, judicious, and temperate; those disagreeing with it, tendentious, polemical, extreme. Since my title is my thesis, I cannot avoid these aspersions, but I can argue that the received opinion has less textual support than its advocates suggest. More, I can and do offer an alternative interpretation.

It is no quibble to question the word of all work: “about” — technically, the prepositional object which follows it. To assert what a Shakespeare play is “about” asserts an answer to the question what is the content, scope, and importance of that object. Does it encompass the action or theme central to the play, or include a topic peripheral to it, however interesting or important? So long as critics are agreed about “about,” that is, its object, as an essential or dominant element of the play, no problem need arise; if they are not agreed, they should recognize and respect different opinions, and their quest should seek the truth, not group harmony.

Before addressing the question whether Othello is or is not about race, I want to ask what is at stake in the answer. The answer is much. If the play is about race, then more critical attention rightly focuses on questions about race: what it means, how Othello’s race affects others and their conduct, how it affects Othello and his conduct, and what lessons the answers to these questions teach. Of course, any critic can — and I, in part, do — address and answer these questions without necessarily thinking that the play is about race. If Othello’s race were a condition or cause of his jealousy, then three inferences must be that race is efficacious; that the racist stereotype of blacks as inherently susceptible, and violent in reaction, to jealousy is valid; and that Shakespeare represented his protagonist according to prevailing stereotype. (One must then ask whether Shakespeare was or the play is racist.) Conversely, if the play is not about race, then less critical attention should focus on questions about race and more should focus on non-racial conditions or causes of his jealousy. I conclude with one such answer.

Furthermore, to assume or conclude that the play is “about” race and racism and that these topics overshadow all else makes more likely the use of the play as a pretext for academic debates or anachronistic readings to support current political or social concerns. Othello is visibly black when he is on stage, but what his blackness meant and to what degree it mattered to Shakespeare’s audience are questions with no certain answers. Scholars are uncertain about his racial identity. They find the evidence of complexion, physiognomy, and geography inconclusive: northwest African Moor, sub-Saharan African negro (or black), something else, or a hybrid.​[2]​ They do not develop the references to Egyptians or the inhabitants of named places in the Levant. Othello’s reference to Turks — “Are we turn’d Turks” (II,iii,170) and to a “malignant and a Turban’d Turk” (V,ii,353) — do not identify him as a Turk, only as like them as military, political, and religious enemies of Venice. Scholars’ lack of a clear idea about what Shakespeare’s audience understood Othello to be and what that understanding meant to its understanding of the play reflects its lack of a clear idea about distinct boundaries between Moors, blacks, and Turks, probably because no such distinct boundaries exist. The features of each blended by association and, separately or collectively, contributed to a perception of a figure labeled or seen as one or more of these as “Other.” If we can say that Othello is Other and that the other dramatis personae react to him as such, we must ask what his Other-ness means to them and to an understanding of Othello. But being black is not necessarily a matter of race or racism.

Two additional points. One, given indeterminacy about Othello’s race and differences between historically conditioned cultures, the meaning or meanings of Othello’s blackness to Shakespeare’s audience are not likely to be the same as they are to a modern, particularly a modern American, audience. Shakespeare’s views on race must be different from ours because his and our respective histories of race are different. The Spring 2016 issue (67.1) of Shakespeare Quarterly makes clear one important and suggestive difference. Its front cover map and its “Map Key and Documentary Sources” (163-171) locate residences of blacks in London, many scattered, many clustered, less like racial ghettoes than integrated housing, in his day. Shakespeare knew nothing of regional economics and national politics based on large-scale slavery, segregation, and Jim Crow laws; or of their consequences, in our day.

Two, whatever race means in Othello, relevance to modern concerns is not obviously “actionable intelligence.” Given multiple, widely dispersed, and much publicized police murders mostly of black men and boys, and the emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement, people who value racial equality and social justice have become re-energized to eliminate discriminatory disparities in America. Among them are professors of Shakespeare. But whether literary criticism is an influential venue for promoting societal amelioration, is a question with no undisputed answer. Even the critics strongest in their advocacy that Othello is about race have not shown how their views have made or can make a difference outside academe, to current conditions or situations, or to conduct concerning race. And because the topics are controversial, scholars find that the topics of race and racism in Othello present unusual challenges to their work. Detachment is difficult; objectivity, doubtful; motives suspect; definition and application of the terms “race” and “racism” debatable.

In a response to these concerns and problems, Shakespeare Quarterly dedicated a special issue to race in Shakespeare studies.​[3]​ Its three black male contributors display not only justifiable angst and anger, but also less justifiable insinuations that English departments which, in their opinion, do not support race studies adequately and that white scholars who do not involve race and racism in their research or teaching may be at least suspected of latent racism.​[4]​ These contributors are not alone. Some white scholars, themselves presumably included, endorse that insinuation. The insinuation is ironic and indiscriminate: it accepts racial stereotyping to explain the academic behavior and interests of white scholars, including white Shakespeareans like me. Nevertheless, although I share these advocates’ commitments to racial equality and social justice, I do not confuse politically oriented criticism and Shakespeare scholarship. These commitments are neither diminished nor diverted by denying that Othello is about race or racism. Indeed, to treat these topics honestly, that is, by respecting Shakespeare’s play in its day, critics and scholars must recognize the boundaries of race and racism in, and bearing on, Othello. To do so, they must neither over-rate Othello’s race and Venetian racism, nor under-rate the relationship between Othello and Desdemona, specifically the cause, course, and consequences of his jealousy.





Race has always been a staple of commentary on the play and its protagonist; racism has lately become part of it. Received opinion is that race and racism are important in Othello, so important that many critics regard the play as “about” race. Undeniably, when Othello is on stage, his blackness in a white society is a visible reminder of his race (whatever it is, may be, or may be thought to be) and, in today’s America, a strong prompt to the possibility of racism. Yet the sum of all textual evidence that Othello is “about” race or racism, that race or racism is essential to the action or the theme, is skimpy: some obvious facts and selected snippets of text. His blackness is an obvious fact known to him — he says that he is black — and to all others. His racial difference from presumably all others is a notable fact: one black man is an exception to the rule of white men and women in Venice and Cyprus. Venetian racists and their slurs are facts. However, all together, this evidence cannot make the case that Othello is “about” race or racism because it explains nothing about the relationship between Desdemona and Othello. Yet critics assume, assert, or argue as follows: Othello’s race is efficacious as well as exceptional. Brabantio’s, Roderigo’s, and Iago’s slurs represent pervasive racism in Venice. Othello, conscious of his race and Venetian racism, is uneasy about his standing in Venice, on Cyprus, and with Desdemona. His race-conscious uncertainty or insecurity enables Iago’s insinuations, one with racist overtones, which make him jealous. Once jealous, Othello uses his blackness to rationalize Desdemona’s imagined infidelity. Thus, race prompts his jealousy and leads to his murder of Desdemona and, when he learns the truth, his suicide. Case closed.

The case needs to be re-opened. Critics select, skip, or skew facts or inferences to support foregone conclusions. Neglecting literary contexts, they are unaware of the declining role of race in explaining jealousy in the sources leading to Othello — an important point often overlooked by critics who consider historical or sociological data rather or more than literary contexts. A look at Shakespeare’s sources — Giraldi Cinthio’s Gli Hecatommithi (III,7) and Robert Greene’s Orlando Furioso — shows Shakespeare departing from Cinthio and going farther than Greene in the direction of the greater naturalism of the protagonist’s susceptibility to jealousy. The result is less reliance on imputed racial or ethnic propensities and greater reliance on plausible devices to instigate their protagonists’ jealousy. Cinthio stresses his protagonist’s racial identity as a black Moor, not, despite his valor and victories, as a soldier, much less as a knight; and renders his jealousy plausible according to the folk psychology stereotyping Moors. Responding to the Moor’s first angry outburst against her pleas to restore the Corporal, who, though “so dear a friend,” had been dismissed for a minor offense, “Disdemona” comments that “you Moors are so hot by nature that any little thing moves you to anger and revenge.”​[5]​ Like Cinthio, Greene uses the folk psychology stereotyping the French to make Orlando’s jealousy plausible. When he plots to deceive Orlando about Medor’s relationship with Angelica, Sacrepant says, “Now than the French no Nation under heaven / Is sooner tutcht with stings of jealozie.”​[6]​ But Greene does not rely on folk psychology alone; he also has Sacrepant exploit a knight’s familiarity with the devices of courtly love to manipulate the chivalric Orlando into believing in their love and becoming jealous. Green thus supplements stereotypical propensities with motives inherent in character. Shakespeare followed the examples of these sources in diminishing the role of racial or ethnic features to explain jealousy. Othello’s conduct has nothing to do with anything racial — stereotypically, a Moor’s or a black’s easily triggered tendency to anger or ready susceptibility to jealousy — although it may seem so because jealousy, then anger, happen so suddenly.





Textual evidence gives virtually no support to the received opinion that Othello is about race. The words and images relevant to race or racism are skimpy, and their position and concentration in Act I, especially scene i, isolate them from the action and insulate them from the theme of the play. The conventional wisdom turns out to be an unexamined assumption not worth holding.

In my analysis of the textual evidence relevant to the issue of race and racism in Othello, I make the following stipulations. Words and images relevant to race are those used invidiously to distinguish one individual from another on the basis of race; those relevant to racism are those used to indicate the inferiority or superiority of one individual to another on the basis of race. That said, any racial sense of these words and images is not medieval rank or ancestry, but modern genetics or ethnicity.​[9]​

To avoid prejudgment of usage, I take an inclusive view of the textual evidence.​[10]​ The relevant words in the play—I call them “race words”—are: “black” and its cognates (11 uses), “complexion” taken as a euphemism for “black” (2 uses), “pitch” (1 use), and “sooty” (1 use); “fair” (22 uses) and “fairness” (1 use); “pale” (3 uses); “white” (2 uses) and “whiter” (1 use); and, “devil” and its cognates (27 uses) because devils are usually depicted as black. However, only in context can these words signify race invidiously or racism honorifically or pejoratively.

“White,” “black,” and their cognates always suggest chromatic meaning, sometimes suggest aesthetic and moral meaning, but rarely suggest racial meaning; so, too, “fair” and its cognates. Their chromatic denotations are the basis of their aesthetic (white, beautiful; black, ugly) or moral (white, good; black, evil) connotations. These white / black, good / evil dichotomies have a long history preceding, and obviously independent of, race. For example, in Shakespeare, there is white (good) magic (Prospero’s), and there is black (evil) magic (the three witches’). But racial superiority or inferiority—no.

The number of instances of these race words in Othello — that is, by my count, 71 — are not unusual. With one exception (“devils”), they fall within the ranges of the numbers of these words in the other plays in the canon; however, with three exceptions (“fairer,” “fairest,” “white”), the mean of the numbers in Othello equal or exceed the mean of the numbers in the other plays.​[11]​

The distribution of race words is uneven among the dramatis personae and throughout the play.​[12]​ Iago uses 30 such words; Othello, 24; all others, 17. Over half of them occur in the first two acts; one-fifth of them occur in the flyting in II,i, as Desdemona and Iago banter about color and conduct in terms linked to gender, not race.

“White” occurs twice, once each in Acts I and II, with chromatic meaning only; “whiter” occurs once, in Act V, with chromatic and moral meaning. “Fair” and “fairness,” which suggest white and usually mean beautiful or handsome but twice mean either moral or according to norm, occur 23 times; they occur 15 times before III,iii, most in the first four scenes of the play, many in the flyting in II,i; the rest occur in Act III (3 times) and Act IV (5 times), none in Act V. “Pale” occurs three times, only in Act V and in reference to Desdemona’s appearance.

“Black,” “blacker,” “blackest,” and “blackness” have the same range of meanings. They occur 11 times: they occur 7 times before Act III; 3 times in III,iii, where Othello uses “black” three times; and 1 time in Act V. Both “sooty” (I,ii,70) and “pitch” (II,iii,360) suggest color and the infernal. “Complexion,” used twice, also suggests color.

As I interpret these 44 words, 18 mean color only; 23 have chromatic and aesthetic meaning; 2 have chromatic and moral meaning; and 1 has moral meaning only. With one exception (Emilia’s “blacker devil” to Othello at V,ii,131), the 2 words with moral meaning occur in Acts I and II, and the only words linking chromatic and moral meaning in these acts are the Duke’s remarks that Othello is “far more fair than black” (I,iii,290). This front-loading of the few words with chromatic and moral meaning, one favorably associated with Othello, strongly suggests that words interpreted by critics to suggest race or racism are read out of context in Othello.

Of course, numbers are not everything; location matters, too. The only two uses of “black” which are racist also occur early in the play, where Iago characterizes Othello as a “black ram” (I,i,88) and where Iago gratuitously uses the word to describe “black Othello” (II,iii,32).

 All racist images cluster in Act I, scene i. The first image is the only racist epithet in the play, “thick-lips” (I,i,66); this conventionally racial and powerfully racist image is the only reference to Othello’s physical features. The other racist images depict Othello as an animal: “an old black ram” (88), a “Barbary horse” (111-112), and one half of “the beast with two blacks” (115-116). These images make a powerful impression in the opening scene; no images of the sort occur elsewhere in the play. No racist word or image occurs shortly before or during the onset of Othello’s jealousy (his seizure later, in Act IV, scene i, may be a matter of Otherness, not race). A few acting conventions — suggested when Desdemona describes Othello rolling his eyes, gnawing his “nether lip,” and shaking his body — are associated with the “Other,” comport with Othello’s race, but are not specifically racial or racist. So these references to them give no significant support to the common view that Othello is about race.

“Devil” and its cognates — 27 in all — imply evil or an evil being. Although I include them in my discussion of race and racism in Othello, their racial or racist meaning is doubtful. Admittedly, devils were almost invariably depicted as black and regarded as evil, but the color was less important than than the moral; it seems that the color signified either bad conduct or an evil nature, without racial or racist overtones. “Devil” occurs more frequently in 1 Henry IV, with no person of color in the cast, than in Othello, although the sum of all cognates is slightly lower in the former than the latter. In Othello, these words are evenly distributed throughout the play and serve variously as expletives or as epithets pejoratively applied to alcohol or to others, by Othello in his jealousy about or to Desdemona, and only a few times by others about or to him, notably to him by Emilia. Othello applies the word “devil” about Desdemona twice (III,iii,479; IV,i,43) and to her thrice (III,iv,42; IV,i,240, 244).) The first instance, “fair devil,” makes clear that the outward whiteness covers inward blackness — thereby severing any link with race. Emilia twice calls Othello a “devil” to his face (V,ii,131, 133); when she calls him the “blacker devil,” the comparative intensifies the evil of his conduct, not the shade of his skin. In highlighting Othello’s color, Emilia sees his blackness, not as prompting his conduct, but as emphasizing his evil in contrast to Desdemona’s innocence, and thus does not accuse his race.

At the same time, textual evidence supports three remarkable facts about words and images relevant to the issue of race or racism in Othello. First, in a play involving a relationship between a white woman and a black man, the number of possible race words is modest in itself and in comparison with other plays. Second, without “devil” and its cognates, words connoting lightness far outnumber words connoting darkness nearly two to one, 29 to 15. Third, more words of lightness or darkness occur before Act III than after Act II (respectively, 9 to 6, 17 to 12); none occurs in the first two scenes of Act III. So the diminishing number and front-loaded distribution of words of color indicates that they matter less throughout the course of the play and make the influence of race or racism on the onset of Othello’s jealousy, which intensifies as the play progresses, highly unlikely.





If Othello were about race, race words and racist images would be critical to dramatic action, thematic statement, or character development. They are not. If they were a condition or cause of jealousy, most would cluster just before and during the onset of Othello’s jealousy. They do not. If they cluster anywhere, they cluster in Act I, scene i, where racist words and images about Othello’s blackness are prominent. But they are sparse thereafter; later references to blackness indicate his color or conduct without reference to his character. Moreover, a correlation, if it existed, is not a cause. This distribution and emphasis suggest that Shakespeare sets up racism only to discount it, in order to focus instead on the means grounded in his character to render Othello jealous. Whether the early distribution of racial slurs creates an indelible taint which colors reactions to Othello thereafter is a question awaiting an answer, which depends on Shakespeare’s audience—attendees or readers, critics or scholars—and their willingness to reveal what their reactions may reveal about them. In short, after the first act, whatever this audience’s reaction to Othello’s obvious blackness or presumed race, the play does not emphasize race-related words or images.

In Act I, scene i, race words and racist images wax and wane. Roderigo’s synecdoche “thick-lips” inaugurates race and racism in the play. Iago projects a commonplace of racism, the sexuality of Othello and Desdemona as animals. Othello is a “black ram”; Desdemona, a “white ewe.” Othello is a “Barbary horse”; by implication, Desdemona is a mare or engages in bestial fornication. Together, they make the “beast with two backs.” Although these images, applied equally to the lovers, moderate the racism, they cast their interracial relationship as unnaturally and repulsively sexual, not romantic. Roderigo’s epithet “lascivious Moor” (126) focuses, in the racist way, on Othello’s sexuality, though it could also apply to Desdemona’s. These racist slurs of word and image are used only here and are only addressed to Brabantio to rouse him against Othello. Yet, despite their vividness, Brabantio remains unresponsive to them. Such is race and racism in the first scene, before we see Othello.

In scene ii, race is hinted once each in its medieval and modern senses. First, its medieval meaning occurs when Othello mentions his descent from “men of royal siege” (I,ii,22) — a sense of race as class invoked here and nowhere else the play. Its modern meaning as biological kind recurs when Brabantio depicts Desdemona’s flight to refuge in Othello’s “sooty bosom” (70) as perverse.

The third scene — despite the shock of Brabantio’s intemperate manner and expression, and his outrageousness and incendiary allegations (witchcraft was not something taken lightly in Shakespeare’s day) — says almost nothing directly about Othello’s race. Brabantio conjectures that “spells and medicines” (I,iii,61) or “witchcraft” (64) were the means which enabled Desdemona to disregard Othello’s blackness and its presumed loathsomeness, and “To fall in love with what she fear’d to look on!” (98). Desdemona, though not present to hear her father’s words, answers them when she says, “I saw Othello’s visage in his mind” (252). Neither speaks directly of Othello’s blackness, but their indirectness differs. Brabantio, as he unpacks his complaints, tacitly views blackness as repulsive and assumes blackness as one consideration among or underlying others: “nature, / Of years, of country, credit, every thing” (96-7). Desdemona calls attention to Othello’s blackness — she avoids nothing — with the word “visage” but dismisses its outward meaning to project its opposite to serve inward import. The irony, of course, is that the line ominously permits a reading which transfers outward blackness to inward evil. Even so, color may be an issue, but race is not; indeed, the gist of Brabantio’s complaint is that Othello is legally and socially unfit for, not racially unworthy of, marriage to Desdemona. The word “black” occurs exactly once in the entire scene, and neither Brabantio nor Desdemona speaks it. The Duke does.

Many critics take Brabantio as typical of Venetian Senators and, inferentially, Venetian society as a whole. Some use him to disparage the Venetian Senate as a whole and Venetian society by implication. A bold example of such disparagement is Jean E. Howard’s statement, “Scratch a Senator and similar thoughts [to Brabantio’s] erupt.”​[13]​ Howard implies that other Senators, if they learned of their daughters’ interracial dating preferences, would speak and act like Brabantio. But, more theoretical than textual, she ignores the Duke, who seems bemused, not bothered, by the possibility: “I think this tale would win my daughter, too” (I,iii,171). Ironically, Howard’s overgeneralizing statement imputes racial prejudice to all members of a group on the basis of the racial prejudice of one, and, here, an unimportant, member of that group.

But Brabantio is not typical of anything, except, perhaps, the obtuse father and political pantaloon. Before he appears in the Senate to charge Othello with witchcraft, his standing is inflated, then deflated. Iago says of him that he has “a voice potential / As double as the Duke’s” (I,ii,13-14) — the first of Iago’s misrepresentations of things Venetian to Othello — but Brabantio has not been summoned to the Senate meeting and knows nothing of it. An officer lamely offers, “your noble self / I am sure is sent for” (92-93), to lessen embarrassment. When Othello and Brabantio enter the Senate chamber, the Duke first notices the general, not the senator. And when it comes to the trial on his charges, Brabantio fares poorly. He demands a verdict based on what he vouches; the Duke denies that what he vouches is proof.

Immediately, a senator asks Othello the critical questions:

Did you by indirect and forced courses
Subdue and poison this young maid’s affections?
Or came it by request, and such fair question
As soul to soul affordeth? (111-14)

The first two lines reflect Brabantio’s charges; the second two lines, the alternative. The words of the alternative, though overlooked, and their relevancy, not recognized in discussions of race and racism in the Venetian Senate and society, render race invisible and racism inconceivable. Notable is the word “fair” in its one use in the play in a moral sense only: according to norms and without suggestion of color or race. More notable is the moral balance of “soul to soul,” which assumes the moral and religious equality of Desdemona and Othello, and reduces externalities like color or race to irrelevancy. This Senator, whose argument about the objective of the Turkish fleet displays his good judgment and persuades the Duke, reveals the prevailing racial attitudes in the Venetian Senate and society. The trial shows the Duke and the Senators, with Brabantio the sole exception, to be indifferent to, or enlightened on, color or race.

After the trial concludes with Desdemona’s moving words of her affection for Othello, the Duke tries to lessen Brabantio’s distress. He says nothing of the mutuality of their love; instead, he speaks to the unstated basis of Brabantio’s rejection of his unwanted son-in-law:

If virtue no delighted beauty lack,
Your son-in-law is far more fair than black (289-90).​[14]​ 

As noted above, this use of the word “black” is its only use in this scene. The Duke does not flinch from acknowledging Othello’s blackness, but he does not use the word only in its chromatic meaning. He also uses it in its moral meaning, in its comparison with “fair,” the only time when this word is used in a moral as well as an aesthetic sense. The Duke claims, not that Othello is morally perfect, but that any evil associated with his chromatic blackness is trivial by comparison with his moral whiteness. Indeed, he claims that Othello’s “virtue” lacks nothing in beauty despite some small smudge of chromatic and moral ugliness.





If race were a cause of Othello’s jealousy, references to his blackness would come shortly before, not after, he becomes jealous, but they do not. After the flyting in II,i, four of the six remaining occurrences of “black” or its cognates have nothing to do with his jealousy. Iago gratuitously refers to “black Othello” (II,iii,32) in talk with Cassio and uses “blackest” to intensify “sins” (II,iii,351) in a soliloquy, Othello uses “black” to intensify “vengeance” (III,iii,447), and Emilia uses “blacker” to intensify “devil” (V,ii,131). Even Iago’s use of the euphemism “complexion” (III,iii,230) to Othello occurs after he becomes jealous, and Othello’s use of it later is not self-referential (IV,ii,62).

In addition to these four instances, Othello refers to himself as “black” twice in the pivotal scene, both occurrences (III,iii,263,387) also after he has become jealous. In the first instance, he is trying to rationalize the infidelity which he imputes to Desdemona:

					Haply, for I am black,
And have not those soft parts of conversation
That chamberers have, or for I am declin’d
Into the vale of years (yet that’s not much),
She’s gone (III,iii,263-267).

Black, socially unpolished, and old — such is his self-indictment, which tracks Iago’s suggestions a few lines earlier. Yet Othello responds to these factors in different ways muddled in the aggregate. “Haply” is a most interesting start. In the sense “by chance, by accident,” the word shows him viewing color as accidental, not essential, philosophically. In the sense of “luckily, fortunately,” the word sets him as a black man apart from and above “chamberers.”​[15]​ Even at this point, now jealous, he sees his color as a virtue, not a disadvantage; if “She’s gone” because of his blackness, Desdemona’s departure reflects adversely on her character, not his color. The parenthetical “yet that’s not much” signals both the intrusion of reality into his fantasy rationalizing his deception and the denial of age as a plausible cause of her departure. The conjunction “or” relegates all factors to which a shocked and confused Othello resorts, to a grab-bag of possibilities, some affirmed, some discounted, none self-persuasive. His effort at rationalization fails; he does not credit these factors as causes of her departure, much less of his jealousy, although critics so use them as prooftexts to explain it. In the second instance, Othello contrasts “Dian’s visage” (387) with Desdemona’s now blackened reputation, now as “black” as his face.





The play’s action is the relationship between Desdemona and Othello, revealingly indicated by the onset, properly understood, of Othello’s jealousy. Immediately after Desdemona reveals Cassio’s role in the courtship, Iago exploits the well-known ambiguity of the intermediary’s conduct in courtly love relationships in order to switch Othello’s self-perceptions. Othello sees himself, first, as an accomplished chivalric knight whose deeds have won a beautiful lady with the aid of an intermediary telling his story; then, as an unsuitable husband cuckolded by that intermediary, whom he perceives to be more suitable than himself. Once jealous, Othello thinks that his “occupation’s gone” and uses his race, manners, and age to rationalize Desdemona’s imagined betrayal.

Othello’s account of his courtship of Desdemona omits, though it hints, Cassio’s role in it: “if I had a friend that lov’d her, / I should but teach him how to tell my story, / And that would woo her” (I,iii,164-66). Desdemona reveals Cassio’s role as an intermediary when she pleads with Othello to restore Cassio to his office.

What? Michael Cassio,
That came a-wooing with you, and so many a time,
When I have spoke of you dispraisingly,
Hath ta’en your part (III, iii, 70-73).

No sooner does Desdemona exit than Iago asks a question which her pleading has already answered: “Did Michael Cassio, when he [Q: you] woo’d my lady, / Know of your love (III,iii,94-5). Iago presses on Cassio’s role as an intermediary, insinuates sexual misconduct, and implies the effect of cuckolding on Othello’s honor. Fewer than a hundred lines later, Iago warns Othello against jealousy, yet no one has said a word of racial import.

Thus, the sudden onset of jealousy results, not from any racial prompt, but from the known ambiguity of the intermediary in courtships. In the tradition of courtly love, the intermediary is expected to woo the lady for the knight, but he often woos, and the knight knows that he may woo, for himself.​[16]​ Iago pounces upon Desdemona’s disclosure about Cassio’s role in the courtship—the fact which completes his plan to trap Cassio in his “courtship”—and skillfully exploits the nature of this figure. Iago requires no other facts, only plausible fictions which accord with the intermediary’s known propensity to betray his function. He makes Othello shift his perceptions of the relationships among Cassio, Desdemona, and himself — a shift which depends on the ambiguity in the figure. Othello first sees himself as an accomplished chivalric knight whose deeds have won a beautiful lady with the aid of an intermediary telling his story; then Iago persuades Othello to see himself as the unsuitable husband cuckolded by that intermediary now perceived as more suitable than himself. Only when rendered jealous does Othello attempt to rationalize Desdemona’s imputed betrayal because of his blackness, lack of social polish, and age.

The trajectory of Othello’s emotional logic reflects a character shaped by chivalry. The gist of his story to the Senate is the nexus of love and war in chivalric romances: “She lov’d me for the dangers I had pass’d, / And I lov’d her that she did pity them” (I,iii,167-68). That is, her love rewarded his deeds on behalf of Venice. So when Othello believes her unfaithful, he thinks that his deeds have lost her approval, their value, and thus her love. In the agony of his jealousy, he decries his lost life as a chivalric knight:

Farewell the plumed troops and the big wars
That makes ambition virtue! O, farewell!
Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump,
The spirit-stirring drum, th’ ear-piercing fife,
The royal banner, and all quality,
Pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war!
And O you mortal engines, whose rude throats
Th’ immortal Jove’s dread clamors counterfeit,
Farewell! Othello’s occupation’s gone (III,iii,349-57).

At the end of the play, he returns to himself, to his self-conception as a chivalric knight, when he speaks of his service to the state (V,ii,339), not, as he had lapsed into thinking, of his deeds to woo and win his lady.





Race plays no part in the main action of the play, namely, the relationship between Desdemona and Othello. The text is clear: the paucity and front-loaded distribution of words and images of racial import indicate that Othello’s race has no role in causing or contributing to his jealousy. Moreover, the conduct of all Venetians except Brabantio, Roderigo, and Iago shows that Venetian racism is neither prevalent nor potent; Brabantio loses his case, Roderigo loses his suit, and Iago wins nothing by their racism.

Yet race and racism are factors in the play, and critics and scholars must explain them as well as other factors. The explanation derives from their perception by, and importance, to the audience. Shakespeare’s would have responded directly to Othello’s race and indirectly to the way in which other characters react to it. A few in Shakespeare’s audience would have reacted as Brabantio, Roderigo, and Iago do, and continued to see Othello’s race, envision his “thick-lips,” or view him as a barnyard stud even after Act I traces and virtually erases race. However, most would likely have reacted to Othello’s race as the other characters react to it and to the shifting emphases as race words and racist images give way to Iago’s intrigues to arouse Othello’s jealousy. After Iago exploits Cassio’s role as an intermediary in Desdemona and Othello’s courtship, a jealous Othello is more likely seen as “Other” in a variety of ways having little or nothing to do with his race.

The same perceptions of Othello and the prompt of his jealousy have become increasingly problematic since Shakespeare’s day. Audiences for over three centuries have had diminishing knowledge of the tradition of chivalric romances and virtually no knowledge of courtly love, especially of the role of intermediaries in courtships. These relevant cultural materials are not readily available to them to understand Othello’s jealousy, especially its sudden onset. Their fallback is race and racism, matters obvious in themselves and particularly salient in America because of its history stained by slavery, segregation, and savagery. By contrast, until recently, British criticism, represented by older critics like Bradley and Leavis, tended to emphasize other factors: social conventions, military crudeness, foreign origins, and the like — those factors which, in a country less embroiled by these matters, define Othello as “Other.” Ironically, modern critics on both sides of the Atlantic accept, as Othello accepts and elaborates, Iago’s reasons for Desdemona’s imputed infidelity and thereby resort unwittingly to racist stereotype.

Literary history and the text provide good reasons not to take Iago’s word in interpreting the play or its protagonist. We should conduct research according to scholarly purposes and approaches, not abandon them, as Smith does, when he impugns traditional scholarship and insinuates racist motives of scholars who accept it. “Fetishizing historical accuracy is to claim the high moral ground of sound scholarship, a position from which to disguise resistance to race work, from which to promote a singular perspective and methodology as acceptable while placing firm restrictions on others.”​[19]​ He distorts to discredit “sound” scholarship, describes no alternative, but may endorse “politically engaged scholarship” recommended by others in the field.​[20]​ I doubt that he means to recommend “unsound” scholarship or to occupy low moral ground. But he must explain how white Shakespeare could tell black Othello’s story, which, centuries later and cultures different, white scholars cannot tell as well as black ones.

Race and racism are undeniable parts of Othello. Yet race words and racist images are little more than early and highly charged distractions from what the play is mainly about: an interracial relationship which ends tragically because the seemingly innocent conventions of courtly love distract Othello from his commitments as a chivalric knight serving the state — an artful instance of the influence of self-perceptions on personal identities and social relationships.






Table 1: Othello vs. Canon on "Race Words"











































Table 2: “Race Words” in Othello by Scene
Location	Word	Meaning	Speaker	Line
1.01.021	fair	beautiful	Iago	(A fellow almost damn'd in a fair wife
1.01.088	black	color-only	Iago	Even now, now, very now, an old black ram
1.01.089	white	color-only	Iago	Is tupping your white ewe. Arise, arise!
1.01.091	devil	evil being	Iago	Or else the devil will make a grandsire of you
1.01.109	devil	evil being	Iago	not serve God, if the devil bid you
1.01.122	fair	beautiful	Roderigo	(As I partly find it is) that your fair daughter
1.02.066	fair	beautiful	Brabantio	Whether a maid so tender, fair, and happy
1.02.070	sooty	color-ugly	Brabantio	Run from her guardage to the sooty bosom
1.03.113	fair	moral-only	1 Senator	Or came it by request, and such fair question
1.03.125	fair	beautiful	Othello	How I did thrive in this fair lady's love
1.03.290	black	color-moral	Duke	Your son-in-law is far more fair than black
1.03.290	fair	color-moral	Duke	Your son-in-law if far more fair than black
2.01.111	devils	evil being	Iago	Saints in your injuries, devils being offended
2.01.129	fair	beautiful	Iago	If she be fair and wise, fairness and wit
2.01.129	fairness	beautiful	Iago	If she be fair and wise, fairness and wit
2.01.131	black	color-ugly	Desdemona	Well prais'd! How if she be black and witty?
2.01.132	black	color-ugly	Iago	If she be black, and thereto have a wit
2.01.133	blackness	color-moral	Iago	She'll find a white that shall her blackness [hit]
2.01.133	white	color-moral	Iago	She'll find a white that shall her blackness [hit]
2.01.135	fair	beautiful	Emilia	How if fair and foolish?
2.01.136	fair	beautiful	Iago	She never yet was foolish that was fair
2.01.142	fair	beautiful	Iago	But does foul pranks which fair and wise ones do
2.01.148	fair	beautiful	Iago	She that was ever fair and never proud
2.01.182	fair	beautiful	Othello	O my fair warrior! [cf. "unhandsome warrior" (IV,i,150)]
2.01.226	devil	color-ugly	Iago	shall she have to look on the devil
2.01.244	devilish	moral only	Iago	a devilish/knave
2.03.032	black	color-only	Iago	measure to the health of black Othello
2.03.142	fair	beautiful	Iago	Not I, for this fair island
2.03.283	devil	evil being	Cassio	let us call/ thee devil!
2.03.296	devil	evil being	Iago	It hath pleas'd the devil drunkenness to give
2.03.297	devil	evil being	Iago	place to the devil wrath: one unperfectness shows me
2.03.308	devil	evil being	Cassio	ingredient is a devil
2.03.351	blackest	color-moral	Iago	When devils will the blackest sins put on
2.03.351	devils	evil being	Iago	When devils will the blackest sins put on
2.03.360	pitch	color-moral	Iago	So will I turn her virtue into pitch
2.03.376	fair	beautiful	Iago	Though other things grow fair against the sun
3.03.184	fair	beautiful	Othello	To say my wife is fair, feeds well, loves company
3.03.230	complexion	color-only	Iago	Of her own clime, complexion, and degree [to Othello]
3.03.263	black	color-only	Othello	To prey at fortune. Haply, for I am black [to himself]
3.03.387	black	color-only	Othello	As Dian's visage, is now begrim'd and black/As my own face
3.03.447	black	color-moral	Othello	Arise, black vengeance, from the hollow hell!
3.03.479	devil	evil being	Othello	For the fair devil. Now art thou my lieutenant
3.03.479	fair	beautiful	Othello	For the fair devil. Now art thou my lieutenant
3.04.042	devil	evil being	Othello	For here's a young and seating devil here
3.04.136	devil	evil being	Iago	And like the devil from his very arm
3.04.170	fair	beautiful	Cassio	How is't with you, my most fair Bianca
3.04.184	devil's	evil being	Cassio	Throw your vild guesses in the devil's teeth
4.01.006	devil	evil being	Othello	It is hypocrisy against the devil
4.01.008	devil	evil being	Othello	The devil their virtue tempts, and they tempt heaven
4.01.043	devil	evil being	Othello	Confess? Handkerchief? O devil!
4.01.148	devil	evil being	Emilia	Let the devil and his dam haunt you! What
4.01.179	fair	beautiful	Othello	woman! A fair woman! A sweet woman!
4.01.240	devil	evil being	Othello	Devil!
4.01.244	devil	evil being	Othello	O devil, devil!
4.01.244	devil	evil being	Othello	O devil, devil!
4.02.036	devils	evil being	Othello	Lest being like one of heaven, the devils themselves
4.02.062	complexion	color-only	Othello	To knot and gender in! Turn thy complexion there
4.02.068	fair	beautiful	Othello	Who art so lovely fair and smell'st so sweet
4.02.071	fair	color-only	Othello	Was this fair paper, this most goodly book
4.02.118	fair	beautiful	Iago	What name, fair lady
4.02.225	fair	beautiful	Iago	away with him the fair Desdemona, unless his
5.01.104	pale	color-only	Iago	What? Look you pale?--, bear him [out] o' th' air
5.01.105	pale	color-only	Iago	Stay you, gentlemen.--Look you pale, mistress?--
5.02.004	whiter	color-only	Othello	Nor scar that whiter skin of hers than snow
5.02.131	blacker	color-moral	Emilia	And you the blacker devil!
5.02.131	devil	evil being	Emilia	And you the blacker devil!
5.02.133	devil	evil being	Emilia	Thou dost belie her, and though art a devil
5.02.221	devils	evil being	Emilia	Let heaven and men and devils, let them all
5.02.273	pale	color-only	Othello	Pale as they smock! When we shall meet at compt
5.02.277	devils	evil being	Othello	Whip me, ye devils





Table 3: “Race Words” in Othello by Speaker















black	1.01.088	Even now, now, very now, an old black ram
black	2.01.132	If she be black, and thereto have a wit
blackness	2.01.133	She'll find a white that shall her blackness [hit]
black	2.03.032	measure to the health of black Othello
blackest	2.03.351	When devils will the blackest sins put on
pitch	2.03.360	So will I turn her virtue into pitch
complexion	3.03.230	Of her own clime, complexion, and degree
				
Emilia				
blacker	5.02.131	And you the blacker devil!
				
Brabantio				
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^1	  My title quotes a dissenting participant (not me) in an Othello seminar led by Lena Cowen Orlin at the 2012 Shakespeare Association of American conference. The majority of participants thought otherwise, narrowed the general topic of the play to the specific topics of race and racism, and, to continue their discussion, twice ignored this participant’s repeated remark. Thus, the opportunity to discuss this crucial interpretive issue was not lost, but rejected. Ian Smith describes the episode and interprets the dissenter’s and his roles in it, in “We Are Othello: Speaking of Race in Early Modern Studies,” Shakespeare Quarterly, 67.1 (Spring 2016), 104-24, especially 119-21.
^2	  For example, Dominic Green, “The Bard Beyond Borders,” History Today, 66.4 (April 2016), 41-47, expands the range of Moors to include Byzantine Greece.
^3	  Shakespeare Quarterly, 67.1 (Spring 2016).
^4	  The three contributors are: Kyle Grady, “Othello, Colin Powell, and Post-Racial Anachronisms,” 68-83; Arthur Little, “Re-Historicizing Race, White Melancholia, and the Shakespearean Property,” 84-103; and Ian Smith, “We Are Othello,” 104-24. Smith, 118-24, suggests that white scholars whose work scants or ignores race and racism in Othello reflect white privilege, show an incapacity to understand the black experience, or are in denial of, or sympathetic to, racism; and implies that blacks are better able to speak for Othello than whites, though the latter, by “a rigorous self-examination” (123), might enhance their capability to do so.
^5	  Geoffrey Bullough, Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1973), VII, 245.
^6	  Robert Greene, The History of Orlando Furioso 1594, Ed. W. W. Greg, Malone Society Reprints (1907; rpt. Oxford University Press, 1963), ll. 541-542.
^7	  For example, Smith (“We Are Othello,” 105-09) mismatches Hamlet and Othello when he compares the last moments of their lives: both want their stories rightly told. Smith argues that Hamlet has Horatio to tell his story but that Othello has no one to tell his. Hamlet and Horatio share race, education, and background; Othello’s resume is unique. However, Cassio, Othello’s brother in arms, trusted friend, and confidant in courtship, is well positioned to tell Othello’s story, but Smith never mentions him — an erasure necessary to his thesis of racially distinct narrative or interpretive capabilities.In the matter of race, critics do not note that white Cassio hardly thinks himself in any way superior to black Othello. Cassio denounces his drunken behavior leading to his discharge as Othello’s lieutenant because Othello is “so good a commander” (II,iii,278)—not the usual response of one who thinks himself racially and morally superior to another. His suit to Desdemona to plead his case reflects his abasement in the eyes of one whom he respects and serves.
^8	  The Senate does not accept this stereotype. When, in anger, Othello slaps Desdemona, Lodovico, a relative of Brabantio and witness to the event, expresses his, and what he knows would be Venetian, astonishment: “this would not be believ’d in Venice” (IV,i,242).
^9	  Brendan Kane and R. Malcolm Smuts, “The Politics of Race in England, Scotland, and Ireland,” The Oxford Handbook of the Age of Shakespeare, ed. R. Malcolm Smuts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 346-63, point out that race and nobility were closely associated with blood lines, not skin color, in the renaissance.
^10	  My text is G. Blakemore Evans, gen. ed., The Riverside Shakespeare (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974). I base my counts on Marvin Spevack, ed., The Harvard Concordance to Shakespeare (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973).
^11	  See, in the appendices, Table 1: Othello vs. Canon on “Race Words.”
^12	  See, in the appendices, Table 2: “Race Words” in Othello by Scene, which analyzes the relevant race words in the lines in which they occur and identifies their speaker; Table 3: “Race Words” in Othello by Speaker; and Table 4: “Race Word” Count in Othello by Scene.
^13	  Jean E. Howard, “Is Black so Base a Hue?,” Shakespeare in Our Time: A Shakespeare Association of America Collection, eds. Dympna Callaghan and Suzanne Gossett, Arden Shakespeare (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2016): 107-14, especially 113.
^14	  Race gets a twist because the actor cast as the protagonist who appeared on Shakespeare’s stage was a white man in blackface — a fact making the Duke’s words about Othello being “far more fair than black” all too true. Is there an implied message here that color as a marker of race is only skin deep, only a cosmetic make-up for a role in life as it is on stage? Is the flyting in II,i, the moral touchstone on matters of color and race in the play?
^15	  My thanks to David Bergeron for calling my attention to the second, or (b), definition of “haply” in the on-line OED.
^16	  For more detailed discussions of this literary tradition and its uses in Shakespeare’s plays, including Othello, see Michael L. Hays, “Othello: Courtly Love and Chivalric Justice,” in Shakespearean Tragedy as Chivalric Romance: Rethinking Macbeth, Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2003), 155-90; ibid., “Who Wooed Desdemona? The Crux at Othello, III,iii,94,” Notes and Queries, 262.2 (June 2017], 284-87.
^17	  This re-orientation of his service from state to lady is what he foreswears when he promises the senators that he will not their“serious and great business scant[For] she is with me. No, when light-wing’d toysOf feather’d Cupid seel with wanton dullnessMy speculative and offic’d [instruments],That my disports corrupt and taint my business,Let housewives make a skillet of my helm,And all indign and base adversitiesMake head against my estimation! (I,iii,267-74)The irony is that courtly love and its patterns of courtship are those “toys.” When he later analogizes himself to a Turk as he kills himself, he identifies himself, not as a black, but as an enemy of the state, which he recalls having served before he came to think of himself as serving his lady.
^18	  Smith, “We Are Othello,” 111. Smith introduces this racial stereotype, imputes it to Shakespeare, then quarrels with his witness. It is as improbable as it is unprovable that Othello recognizes the stereotype.
^19	  Smith, “We Are Othello,” 120. Smith seems not to know or to have forgotten the past half century or so of the history of academe in matters of race. Many, mostly white, professors, from most departments participated in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, in marches, protests, and teach-ins. Many of these English professors, especially in Shakespeare studies, were “change agents” resulting in New Historicism, which emphasized ethnicity and race as well as gender, class, and colonialism in the study of literature, including Shakespeare.
^20	  Peter Erickson and Kim F. Hall, “‘A New Scholarly Song’: Rereading Early Modern Race,” Shakespeare Quarterly, 67.1 (spring 2016), 1-13, especially p. 1.
